
Small Claims Overview
Small Claims Court is a special court in which disputes are resolved quickly, inexpensively and informally. Small claims cases are civil 
matters where the person is asking for money as the solution for their problem.  The amount of the dispute must be no more than 
$5,000.  The person who files the lawsuit is called the plaintiff. The person being sued is called the defendant.

The goals of quickly, simply and inexpensively resolving the dispute, require different procedures than those used in the regular court 
process.  For example, there are no attorneys allowed.  Parties represent themselves and argue their case before the judge.  The judge 
who hears the small claims cases may be a commissioner (like a judge but someone who is appointed not elected) or a judge pro tem 
(lawyer who hears and decides cases).  The judge asks the parties to present their side of the story, using everyday language, and not 
legal terms.  The judge makes the decision on all small claims cases, there are no juries.

Examples of the types of civil cases that could be heard in small claims court include:
- Your former tenant owes you for damages to your rental property.
- Your neighbor dented your car fender and refuses to pay.
- You bought a new digital camera that doesn’t work but the store won’t fix it.
- You lent money to a friend who refuses to pay you back.
- Your sink leaked and ruined your kitchen floor after just being repaired by the plumber.
- Your painter finished only part of the work he agreed to do under the contract.

There are other civil cases that are not considered simple disputes due to the complexity, the amount of money involved or the impor-
tance of the issues.  These would not be decided in small claims court.   

To start a small claims case, the plaintiff must file a special form given to him or her by the clerk’s office of the Superior Court.  The 
plaintiff also pays a filing fee that has been set by the California Legislature.  The defendant is notified of the case against him.  The case 
will be heard in a short period of time, usually no more than 40 days from the papers being filed.  This gives the parties time to prepare 
their cases but insures they don’t have to wait too long.   

At the hearing, just like other trials, witnesses may testify and other evidence such as documents and photographs may be presented.  
The judge may make a decision at the hearing or may mail it afterwards.  The decision is called a judgment.  If the defendant loses the 
case, he may file an appeal, but the plaintiff cannot.


